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Before The

FEDERAL COMMUNICATIONS COMMISSION
Washington, D.C. 20554

In the Matter of

Telecommunications Relay Services and Speech- | CC Docket No. 98-67
to-Speech Services for Individuals with Hearing
and Speech Disabilities

SBC COMMUNICATIONS INC.’s
PETITION FOR RECONSIDERATION
OR, IN THE ALTERNATIVE, PETITION FOR CLARIFICATION

SBC Communications Inc. (SBC) files its Petition for Reconsideration or, in the
alternative, its Petition for Clarification, showing as follows:

In its first order in this docket, the Commission set new performance standards for TRS
Centers.' Among these newly heightened standards were requirements that all Communications
Assistants (CAs) “must provide a typing speed of a minimum of 60 words per minute” and that
TRS providers “must give oral-to-type tests of CA speed.””> SBC secks reconsideration of these
two requirements or, in the alternative, clarification of them.

PETITION FOR RECONSIDERATION

Most providers agree that, for some TRS customers, a CA who can type 60 wpm would

be an asset.” Nevertheless, the Commission’s 60-wpm requirement is impractical and will have

unintended consequences adversely impacting the customers it is aimed at benefiting. The

emphasis on speed, without taking into consideration employment realities, will in the end make

"' In the Matter of Telecommunications Relay Services and Speech-to-Speech Services for
Individuals with Hearing and Speech Disabilities, CC Docket No. 98-67, Report and Order and
f urther Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, FCC 00-56 (rel. March 6, 2000)(TRS Order).
; TRS Order, Appendix B: Final Rules, § 64.604(a)(1). See, TRS Order, 19 63 — 64.

Many TRS customers have complained that CAs type too fast. Typing speed is not a virtue to
every TRS customer.
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it more difficult to serve the TRS customer. It is for this reason that SBC urges the Commission
to reconsider its 60-wpm requirement and either rescind it completely or reduce it to 45 wpm.

The Commission’s requirements ignore employment realities. Even in a normal labor
market,* persons with the skills required by the Commission’s TRS regulations prefer working in
other environments. Equipped with these skills, they can easily find employment as
stenographers or administrative assistants. Ambitious laborers view these positions as having
more of a future — stenographers become administrative assistants who become first level
managers efc. Moreover, the general working conditions for stenographers and administrative
assistants are deemed more pleasant. They are not as tied down to a desk, telephone, and
monitor and they have more face-to-face interaction with the public and with persons who can
further their careers.

At present, TRS providers have a hard enough time finding qualified candidates with the
requisite skills who can type 45 wpm.” Most providers find that, with time, these candidates will
improve their typing speed. Some may never type 60 wpm, however. Even CAs who type
between 45 and 55 wpm are excellent employees and provide their customers with superior
service. Remedial typing classes and other options may never improve their typing speed. Are
TRS providers supposed to fire otherwise excellent CAs simply because they are not typing at
the 60-wpm level? By setting this standard, the Commission has subjugated all other employee
qualifications and virtues to the expediency of speed.

SBC recognizes that the newly amended Commission Rule 64.404 permits providers to
“employ technology such as speech recognition or auto-correct software to otherwise transmit
words at a speed equivalent to 60 wpm.” The Commission’s faith in this software is misguided.

The state-of-the-art speech-recognition software is incapable of accurately and faithfully translating

* The present labor market is not normal. The unemployment rate is at an all-time low. It is
essentially an employees’ market. These good conditions for labor make it even more difficult
for TRS providers to find qualified CAs. Instituting new barriers, like the typing speed
qualification, will make it practically impossible.

SBC’s own experience is that, regardless of other qualifications or the lack thereof, only 20%
of the candidates for CA positions would meet its present minimum typing standards. Raising
the bar to 60 wpm will reduce the candidate population significantly.
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speech to written word with dispatch. The lag time for such software to translate the spoken word
into written text will mean more delay, not faster service. Such software will not assist TRS centers
to meet the 60-wpm standard. At present, “technological aids” do not meet the needs of TRS
centers and their customers.

The benefits to persons seeking a faster typing speed would be marginal, while the
adverse impact on hiring and retaining qualified CAs will be significant. Moving from a 45-
wpm standard to a 60-wpm standard produces a mere one word every four seconds increase.
The average rate of speaking is 220 wpm or 3.66 words a second. If the aim of the standard is to
more closely approximate speaking speeds, then the gain in speed is marginal at best. The
burden on hiring and retaining employees, however, is great. The costs-to-benefits ratio does not
support this new standard.

SBC understands how some TRS customers viewing the service from their perspective
might demand faster typists.® But this demand presumes that there are no barriers to or adverse
consequences from making faster typing speed a requirement. In the best of all worlds, typing
speed would emulate the speed of speech; however, we do not live in the best of all worlds and
wishing can’t make it so. The result of the Commission’s regulations may very well mean that
there are fewer qualified candidates for the CA position. The CAs who do qualify may be fast
but they may have fewer other virtues. And these CAs may have lower job satisfaction due to
the increased stress of trying to meet this standard. This stress will be communicated to
customers in one manner or another.

If all this were not enough, good and otherwise qualified CAs may leave, either
voluntarily or involuntarily. Filling the positions they leave behind will not be easy for TRS
providers. Shortages in CAs will mean that it will be increasingly difficult for providers to meet

the other performance standards adopted in the TRS Order. It is difficult enough to hang on to

% The experience of the managers of SBC’s TRS centers is contrary to the Commission’s
expectations. Customers are not requesting that the CAs type faster. Rather, they ask for a
slower rate. If the standard is 60 wpm, how will the needs of customers requesting slower
speeds be met?
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qualified CAs as it is. These new performance standards will make that task even harder.

While the new standard was adopted with the best of intentions, the result will not be
better service to TRS customers. Given the marginal benefits — if any — that might be enjoyed
by some TRS users compared with the hiring and retaining burdens placed on TRS providers,
which will adversely impact all TRS users, the 60-wpm standard should be eliminated or, at
least, reduced to 45 wpm.

PETITION FOR CLARIFICATION
1. Typing Speed

SBC seeks clarification of what it means to “provide a typing speed of 60 words per
minute.” The style of typing communication provided by CAs is different from normal
stenographic typing. The niceties of grammar, syntax, and spelling are often abandoned in favor
of speed. The style adopted by most CAs is similar to the instant messaging (IM) employed on
the Internet. It is a style of shortcuts and abbreviations. Often these shortcuts and abbreviations
are not “words” found in standard dictionaries. Nevertheless, the CAs accurately communicate
the parties’ meaning and facilitate the required communication.

In light of this non-stenographic style of writing, what does the Commission intend by
requiring that CAs provide a minimum typing speed of 60 wpm? How is compliance with this
standard to be measured? Does each symbol, shortcut, or abbreviation constitute a “word”
within the meaning of this regulation? Will a failure to employ standard spelling, syntax, and
grammar adversely impact a CA’s compliance? Is the Commission requiring CAs to abandon
the IM style of written communication that presently facilitates communications between the
calling and called parties?

At a minimum — and especially in light of SBC’s position that the 60-wpm typing speed
standard is impractical — SBC would hope that, if the Commission does not reconsider this
standard, the Commission intends to evaluate typing speed with a view to supporting the IM
style of communicating. If CAs were held to normal stenographic standards, the TRS service

would be adversely impacted; that is, the service would be even slower. SBC urges the
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Commission to clarify that it did not intend for CAs to provide a minimum typing speed of 60
wpm in the normal stenographic sense. Rather, SBC urges the Commission to recognize the IM
style of communicating as appropriate for the TRS service.
2. Testing

In the TRS Order, the Commission directed that TRS center providers “must give oral-to-
type tests of CA speed.” While it is clear that providers must use an oral-to-type test, it is not
clear whether providers must test for normal stenographic skills. If, as SBC urges, the
Commission agrees that the IM style of communicating is appropriate for the TRS service, then
there should be no reason to test for irrelevant stenographic skills. Obviously, CAs will need to
know how to spell and should know basic grammar. Nevertheless, the test for speed should not
be based on normal stenographic performance when the CAs will be employing an IM style of
communicating. The test should measure how the CAs actually perform on the job, which
requires this IM style of writing, and not how the CAs might perform as secretaries. SBC seeks
clarification from the Commission that this contention is correct.

CONCLUSION

SBC urges the Commission to reconsider the typing speed standard adopted in the TRS
Order. SBC would prefer no typing standard set at the national level. If a standard must be
adopted, SBC would urge that the typing speed not exceed 45 wpm. Additionally, SBC asks for
clarification of the Commissions requirement to provide typing at 60 wpm and to test for that

speed.
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SBC COMMUNICATIONS INC.

By:
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